this special issue, Gallop suggests, serves not just to illustrate but to produce the effects of "the difference within," the very concept with which Johnson is now most clearly identified. 3 The epigraph, Gallop says, functions as "a dis-Abel-ing 'difference within' the entire issue" (13) , subverting "the very idea of identity," such as the identity "feminist" that the volume represents (13) . Commenting on the fact that Abel leaves the epigraph
unexplained, Gallop notes the difference between what Johnson says in that epigraph
and what Abel says in the sentence that comes closet to explaining the relation of the epigraph to the special issue: "The analysis of female talent grappling with a male tradition," writes Abel, "translates sexual difference into literary differences" (2). 4 Johnson's (World 37), and her succinct formulation of the relationship between gender and language does much to characterize the approach of a group of feminists who draw upon the discourses of poststructuralism. This feminist work takes as its starting point the premise that gender difference dwells in language rather than in the referent, that there is nothing "natural" about gender itself.
Here Johnson represents a type of feminism rather than deconstruction more generally, but she still exemplifies the difference within. More to the point, it is her "succinct formulation of the relationship between gender and language," just as it is her succinct formulation of the relationship between sexual difference and literature, that makes her serve so well as an example for Elam as for Abel. 6 In this case, however, the quotation from Johnson is easily explained, while in Abel's essay it remains mysterious. But like Abel, Elam never discusses Johnson's writings in any detail, and cites her again only in passing, in a string of references to poststructuralist feminist works. That Barbara Johnson is so often invoked as an example, and yet never the example of any one thing, attests to her powerful presence in the academy. At the risk of exaggerating, I am tempted to say that she may be more often invoked than read, although, of course, she is invoked only because she has been read. What I mean by saying she is invoked more than read is that Johnson's name carries a certain cachet that transcends the specificity of her writing, so that she is often cited even when she is not discussed, yet it is the very specificity of her reading practice that allows her to be cited as an example of so many critical positions.
Lee Edelman in "'Homographesis'" quotes Barbara Johnson to define deconstruction and the difference it makes for lesbian and gay theory:
Lesbian and gay critics might do well to consider Barbara Johnson's description of a deconstructive criticism that would aim "to elaborate a discourse that says 'neither/either/or,' nor 'both/and,' nor even 'neither/nor,' while at the same time not totally abandoning these logics either. It would be no exaggeration to say that passage has been quoted hundreds of times.
Johnson herself repeats this often cited definition in "Teaching Deconstructively" (140-141), citing the very passage from her earlier work that has become an authoritative definition by its frequent citation. 8 So is she really so resistant to definition?
Well, "yes and no." If Barbara Johnson has come to define the theory, she does so not just constatively but performatively. What Johnson does in her writings is to put deconstructive analysis into practice; she performs performativity, and that creates a certain amount of undecidability. Her essays, one might say, don't "mean" but "be": "'A poem should not mean/But be' [is] a sentence which disobeys its own prescription," writes Johnson, "since, in saying what a poem should do, it is 'meaning' rather than 'being.'" (Feminist 131). In saying what a deconstructive reading should do, Johnson may be defining rather than doing deconstruction, but the double bind of meaning and being also calls attention to the very difficulty of teaching or writing about deconstructive theory: If you perform the theory in specific examples, you risk that your readers or students won't get it and that you may be seen to endorse the positions you put into play in your writing or teaching; if instead you spell out the theory, telling the students or readers what it is and what they should get, your practice goes against the very practice you want to teach, and thus you are the one who doesn't get it. 9 Deconstruction, writes Johnson, "can teach [students] how to work out the logic of a reading on their own rather than passively deferring to the authority of superior learning" ("Teaching" 141). In And beyond that point of readability, those effects produce "a residue of functioning" (World 6). That Barbara Johnson produces effects that do not signify any one thing shows that the way in which a text differs from itself is never simple. Her ubiquitous citations are the residue of her own readings.
Barbara Johnson so often represents deconstruction in other people's texts perhaps because she so eloquently defends it. Throughout her writings Johnson has explicitly addressed the charges leveled, from both the right and the left, against deconstruction (and thus implicitly, against herself): its nihilism and its narcissism, its obscurity and its jargon, its denial of the world outside the text and its inability to engage in social change. 11 And she has risen to these challenges by carefully demonstrating, in reading after reading, what difference deconstructive concepts of language and writing make, and how this theory might "equip us to intervene against oppression and injustice in the world" (World 7). In Mother Tongues, she defends deconstruction's attention to the text at the seeming expense of attention to the world:
The danger is that the attention paid to the operation of the signifier will have She even defends bad writing, so often attributed to theorists: "But the real mystery is why 'I don't understand it' should condemn the author rather than the reader" (Mother 30; original emphasis). Although she also critiques deconstruction, as in her feminist readings of Jacques Derrida, Paul de Man, and J. Hillis Miller, among others, even in these critiques, Johnson has been the most patient, persistent, and articulate defender of this theory. 12 She can also stand for something very different, however, stand apart from that theory, an exception to the rule. The criticisms of deconstruction that Johnson addresses extend beyond that theory as they have come to be applied to the academy in general, and to the humanities in particular. In a recent article in The Harvard Advocate, Jeremy Reff condemns not simply deconstructionists but literature departments generally for becoming too obscure, too absorbed in their own narrow interests, and thus unable to reach out to a general audience or to make any intervention in the world outside the academy. Given the attacks on deconstruction and Waters makes Johnson the example par excellence of aesthetic criticism, which Waters directly links to deconstructive theory and explicitly opposes to the writings of those she calls the "meaning-mongers." 13 Revisiting, and reconsidering, the "culture wars,"
Waters states:
What gets lost in this disdain for things "foreign" [French theory] is that theorists were concerned with the artwork itself, with responding to it on many different levels -with the aesthetic experience. They wanted to process their own engagement with a text, finding clues in their difficulties with it to take them deep into the heart of its darkness. Waters laments the return to clarity and common sense that Reff favors.
Although she appears to be using Johnson differently from Reff, using her as an example of the very theory that is often accused of creating the obscurity that separates literature departments from the general public, Waters actually makes a similar argument. For both use Johnson as an example of "best practices," so to speak, the kind of writing literary scholars should be producing, whether that writing is specifically literary (for Waters) or generously interdisciplinary (for Reff). Moreover, in reconsidering the culture wars, Waters says the problem is not French theory but its institutionalization in literature departments (those Reff indicts) where critics promoted "a no-nonsense business, a legalistic parsing of meaning that masks a deep contempt for what a text is or might be to us" (B6). The reign of interpretation, "the reduction of literature to an idea, a moral" (B7), is a reaction against "the rebellious, destabilizing, liberating aspects of art" (B7) that theorists like Johnson are attentive to.
In calling this practice "aesthetic criticism," however, Waters seems to align Johnson with the kind of formalism deconstruction came into the academy opposing.
Waters writes that the meaning-monger "rules out of court the most important task of a critic, which is to discern artistic forms and make judgments about them as things of Perhaps Johnson is persistently called forth to represent both sides because she consistently refuses to reduce a debate to only two sides. Explaining the double meaning of her title, The Feminist Difference, Johnson says that on the one hand, feminism has "made a difference" (3; original emphasis), as evident, for example, in special journal issues devoted to it as well as in media attacks on it. On the other hand, "
[o]nce women begin to speak, we begin to differ with each other" (3). That difference within feminism is seen by some feminists as the cause or sign of feminism's failure, producing a crisis in feminism. Johnson, in contrast, eschews the narrative of theoretical or generational strife among feminists and instead puts the blame for feminism's failure to bring about real change elsewhere-not on feminist differences but on the broader political and cultural indifference to the institution where feminists have made the most inroads, the university: "just at the moment when women (and minorities) begin to have genuine power in the university, American culture responds by acting as though the university itself is of dubious value" (3). Later she puts this argument slightly differently.
The real differences among women create the "indeterminacy" or "incoherence" in the very concept of "woman" that is seen to be the ground of feminism. This "lack of fit," she says, between the concept and the reality of women is the political problem for Just as we cannot choose between politics and aesthetics, we cannot choose between the academy and the "real" world. In the Introduction to A World of Difference, after stating that her purpose in this collection is precisely to take the analysis of difference out of the context of "linguistic universality" and into "contexts in which difference is very much at issue in the 'real world'" (2), she questions that assumed distinction between theory and the "real world." Johnson writes:
Nothing could be more commonplace than to hear academics speak of the "real As Johnson puts it, paying attention to the signifier, to the play of language-that is, being interested-is no guarantee that one's practice will produce effects (World 26), but not paying attention to the signifier offers no greater guarantee (Mother 3).
Her kind of deconstruction of binary oppositions (such as that between language and world, theory and practice) allows Barbara Johnson to exemplify different kinds of practices as well as the practice of deconstructing those differences. The undecidability between whether she is defining a theory or practicing it, serving as the rule or the exception, may have something to do with why she is so often invoked but not In thinking that way, however, I realized we missed the difference that Johnson's writings would teach us. On the one hand, as Johnson writes, "with rare exceptions . . . the phenomenon of the critical 'school' as such" is a "Male School" (World 32), and by privileging the primary (male) theorist over the derivative (female) one, we had replicated that gendered structure. But another difference at issue here is that between ideas and practice, definition and performance, or, in Johnson's words, the didactic and the mimetic (81). In privileging the ideas in the male theorist's essay over the practice in Johnson's, we missed the opportunity to critique the very structure of our seminar and to articulate what was happening in the classroom at that moment. The students were learning something, but not necessarily the abstruse concepts of the primary theorist.
They were learning to comply "with the contradictory demands of two ardent teachers" (World 80; original emphasis). In "Teaching Ignorance," Johnson writes, "Learning seems to take place most rapidly when the student must respond to the contradiction between two teachers"-a lesson I frequently cite in my classes but here was putting into practice, however unconsciously. "And what the student learns," she continues, "is both the power of ambiguity and the non-innocence of ignorance" (83). While I may have felt that defending the female theorist over the priority of the male was a feminist gesture, Johnson suggests that the feminist practice lies precisely in those "warring forces of signification": "To retain the plurality of forces and desire within a structure that would displace the One-ness of individual mastery could perhaps be labeled a feminization of authority" (85).
Teaching Barbara Johnson this term, I was asked by a student, "How do you do a Johnsonian reading?" I never thought of Barbara Johnson as an adjective, never thought of myself as consciously imitating her. But I found myself giving this student my chapter on Nella Larsen's Passing, the same piece I gave to Barbara Johnson before she presented her paper on Passing at the University of Chicago lecture series 16 years ago, the paper that I worried would turn out to be plagiarized from a talk I hadn't yet 4 I would also suggest that the first part of Abel's sentence invokes Barbara Johnson, for The Critical Difference is an example of "female talent grappling with a male tradition."
